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A Kethod for Determining and Depicting
Language Dominance

Perry A. Zirkel
University of Hartford

There has been a rebirth of bilingual education programs in the United

States in recent years. Increasing infusions of federal funds from such

sources as Titles I, III, VII, and VIII of the Elementary and Secondary Ed-

ucation Act (ESEA) have supplemented local and state support to stimulate

the growth of such programs. Title VII of ESEA,.known as the Bilingual Ed-

ucation Act, alone accounts presently for over 300 bilingual programs. The

vast majority of these projects involve Spanish-speaking students on the

elementary school level.

1 The geometric growth of such programs has created a pressing need for

practical instrumentation to determine the degree of bilingualism among stu-

Jents who have been variously and vaguely designated as "non-English-speaking,"

"Spanish-speaking," "Spanish-surnamed,"* "Spanish-language-oriented,"1 and

"bilingual." Gaarder, a leading proponent of the renascent bilihgual edu-

cation movement, called as early as 1965 for a survey instrument to deter-

mine the "bilingual dominance configurati:m" of such students.2

. Without a simple but systematic method for determining and depicting lan-

guage dominance, bilingual programs run the risk of becoming "dumping grounds"

for pupils characterized by behavioral and/or learning difficulties rather

than linguistic differences. Pupil placement by summary teacher opinioh is

subject to the inaccuracies of unconscious attitudes and skewed knowledge.

*Speaking of the imprecision of such linguistic labels,Hittinger noted that
"a Spanish surname does not automatically mean bilingualism and, on the
other hand, an Anglo surnamed child may be Spanish monolingual." Cin "Bi-
lingualism and Self Identity", Educational Leadership, 22 (1969), 247.]
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Many English-speaking teachers, for example, exhibit the "iceberg effect" in

assessing the language dominance of their Spanish - speaking students. That

is, they limit their judgments to the linguistic behavior if such pupils

within the walls of their traditionally English-only classes, failing to

pursue and perceive the extent of these pupils' native language interaction

in the home and on the street. When asked to explain her English-dominant

rating of a recently arrived Puerto Rican pupil, one such teacher responded:

"He doesn't say very much but whenever he does speak to me, he speaks in

English."

The need for a more efficient and effective means of assessing the degree

of bilingualism for initially screening and placing such pupils remains ba-

sically unmet. Scholars hive pointed out the complexities and complications

of defining and determining bilingualism.
3

MacNamara, for example, stated

thatubilingualism is so complicated a phenomenon that one has the giddy

feeling that in speaking of it one speaks of all things at once."4

Defining Bilingual Dominance

Despite the difficulties in defining and determining bilingualism, the

work of such scholars has revealed some key insights. Bordie point d out

that "bilingual students have a dual matrix situation in which the relation

of capacity in one area of the native language matrix to the same area of

the second language matrix must be considered."5 MacNamara and Savard have

defined the language matrix by analyzing the four basic skills of listening,

speaking, reading, and writing into various subskills and levels.6 Fishman

has highlighted the distinction of the varying sociolinguistic contexts, or

domains! Mackey has identified and integrated the various elements of bilin-

gualism as well as the several models of bilingual education into systematic
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typologies.
8

Sofietti has reminded us to consider the underlying dimensions

of biculturalism as well as the more obvious manifestations of bilingualism.
9

But perhaps the most important insight is that bilingualism should be

thought of as a continuum,
10

or rather a "whole series of continua. 1$11

Determining Bilingual Dominance

Researchers in the fields of psychology and linguistics have developed

and utilized a host of measures to determine degree of bilinguali m.
12

The

most common techniques used in research studies concerning bilingualism in-

volve reaction time,I3 word association,14 and flexibility tasks.15 Despite

their applicability in scholarly psycholinguistic studies, most of these

measures are not readily available or practicable for the school teacher

or administrator interested in establishing or evaluating bilingual pro-

grams at the elementary school level.

Researchers within the field of education have also produced some in-

struments designed to determine bilingual dominance. Hoffman developed in

1934 an interview schedule designed to measure the degree of bilingualism

16
in the school and familial background of non-native speakers of English.

His instrument has been used extensively in studies involving Spanish-

speaking students.17 However, it tends to emphasize the native-language in-

teraction in the home at the expense of the English-language exposure of

the schools. Other researchers have modified and simplified Hoffman's scalp

while adding various performance rating tasks for a more Comprehensive as-

sessment of Spanish-English dominance.
18

Despite their significant productive

ness, such interview batteries have somewhat limited practicableness because

they necessitate individual administration. Burt ;las recently developed a

promising bilingual measure based on oral syntax.
19

Although a very useful
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diagnostic device, the individual nature its administration suggests that it

might be more appropriate and applicable as a follow-up rather than an antecedent

to pupil placement. MazOn has decreased the dependency on individual bilin-

gual examiners by utilizing a modified version of the Gloria and David test

20
materials in imaginative combination with an and o-visual device. Al-

though a useful teacher-training technique in terms of comprehensive oral

language assessment, its widespread use as a pupil placement measure is

rather limited by materiel considerations.

Such considerations point to the possible utility of parallel tests of

aural ability in the search for a feasible and fruitful pupil placement me:'

sure of language dominance. Since most bilingual programs are initiated in

the early grades and since they serve students with varying educational op-

portunities across two languages, measures of aural-oral abilities are of

greater efficacy and applicability to assess language dominance than those

based on reading and writing. Oral ability instruments necessitate indivi-

dual administration and often require trained scorers. Thus, a measure of

aural ability in each language may prove to be the most suitable as an initial

indicator of language dominance.

There is some evidence supporting the value and format of such a pro-

cedure. Norman and Mead, for example, found that the degrde of bilingualism

of a sample of Spanish-speaking subjects, as measured by an individual in-

terview of bilingual background, was directly related to their performance

on a measure of aural ability. 21 A study by Andrade et al. demonstrated

that picture-type items were particularly effective in measuring the aural

ability of elementary-school pupils.
22

Saville and Troike suggested the use of the Peabody Picture Vocabulary

23
Test in Spanish and English as a useful tool in bilingual programs.
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However, its use in assessing Spanish skills alone and, more particularly,

in comparing relative competencies in Spanish and English is limited by the

different item difficulties and cultural contexts that are "lost in trans-

lation."

The use of the oral comprehension test of the Inter-American Series* ap-

pears more promising. Developed as a result of studies directed by Manuel,

the Inter-American series of parallel tests in Spanish and English were de-

signed "to select test items common to the two cultures and of similar

difficulty" so as to provide "comparable measures of ability and achievement

in the bilingual situation."24 These tests consist of multiple-choice pic- .

torial items which the student, marks in accordance with orally presented

vocabulary stimuli. Although having no emperica4 guarantee of equivalence*

and exhibiting flaws in format (e.g., spacing), the Inter-American tests of

aural ability seem to constitute at least a step in the needed direction.

In a study involving the administration of one form of the instrument in

Spanish and an alternate form in English to a group of Spanish-speaking

students in the first grade, Zirkel and Greene obtained evidence indicating

the criterion validity of the resulting discrepancy scores. Moreover, their

investigation revealed no significant practice effect between the alternate

Spanish and English forms and a standard error of difference between the

two 25-item forms equalling three points. 25

*Viz., the"Oral Vocabulary"subtest of the Tests of General Ability, levels
I and II, and the more recent Tests of Oral Comprehension.

*Given the lack of a solid and specific criterion instrument the problem of
determining the equivalence of two alternate forms of such a test, each in a
different language, remains a perplexing, if not impossible, problem.
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Depicting Bilingual Dominance

Graphic depictions will be utilized (1) to review the proceeding discus-

sion regarding the definition and determination of bilingual dominance, as

well as(2) to illustrate its application for the purpose of pupil place-

ment in establishing a Spanish-English bilingual program on the elementary

school level.

The schematic diagram in Figure 1 summarizes the matrix-like formulation

of bilingualism which serves as the conceptual context for the determination

and depiction of language dominance. The four basic language skills and the

cultural substratum are represented as a series of continua which are in-

terrelated to the sociolinguistic domains and linguistic levels within a

three-dimensional matrix. Each continuum can be constituted of quantifiable

units in Spanish and English depending upon the dominance measure that is

utilized. Each dimension could be further analyzed and segmented (e.g..

listening skill into comprehension and phonetic discrimination; speaking

skill into pronunciation, intonation, etc.). However, the figure serves

to indicate the complex context that constitutes bilingualism.

Bearing in mind the complicated and comprehensive nature of this dual

language matrix, the reader is asked to focus on the basic building block

of aural ability, labelled in the preceding diagram as "listening." This

simplified segment may be visualized, as illustrated in Figure 2, in the form of a

continuum bounded by Spanish and English monolingualism and bisected by the

relatively limited area of equilingualism, balanced bilingualism.* Such

a conceptualization yields a placement of pupils into three categories typ-.

ical of bilingual programs: "Spanish-dominant," "English-dominant" and, for the

* The precise points of such divisions are arbitrary, not absolute.
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lack of a better term, "transitional" pupils.* Further, this schema can

serve as the basis for a five-point rating scale according to relative com-

petency, which is exemplified below;

Ex. I. 1. Pupil understands spoken Spanish much better than English
2. Pupil understands spoken Spanish a little better than English
3. Pupil understands spoken Spanish and English
4. Pupil understands spoken English a little better than Spanish
5. Pupil understands spoken Engliph much better than Spanish

Similarly, discrepancy scores of parallel tests of English and Spanish can

be utilized to form these three programmatic categories. Taking the afore-

mentioned example of the level I Inter-American Oral Vocabulary subtest,

which consists of 25 items in both alternate Spanish and English forms, a

difference score of six points could be used with 95 per cent level of pro-

bability to demarcate the three dominance categories. However, as the fol-

lowing example reveals, such a one-dimensional conceptualization obscures

absolute proficiency levels within each language while it clarifies relative

proficiency levels:

Ex. II. Results of First-Grade Sample on Parallel O.V. Subtext

Pupil
Spanish
Score

English

Score

Difference
Score

Dominance
Category

1. Adolfo Jimi.nez 14 12 +2 B

2. Marfa Requena 13 5 +8 A
3. Alberto Hernindez 6 16 f -10 C

4. Cgsar Cruz 7 6 +1 B

5. Juanita/Pizarro 25 17 +8 A
6. Etc.

By means of this categorization pupils 1 and 4 are placed in one dominance

grouping (e.g., a transitional class); pupils 2 and 5 are placed in another

grOu0 (e.g., a Spanish-dominant class); and pupil 3; in a third. Yet in

*Given the prevailing cultural element of our society, the direction of the
transition is clear. The typical questions asked of such programs seems to
be: "When will you get your pupils into the mainstream?"
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terms of aural ability within English, pupils 2 and 4 appear to be at similar

proficiency levels, as do pupils 3 and 5. In a like manner. an examination

of the Spanish scores reveali a wide disparity in aural ability levels be-

tween the pupils (#2 and 5) placed in the Spanish-dominant class.

The culminating conception of aural language dominance, which corresponds

in scale to the aforementioned instrument, is given in Figure 3. Figure 3

can he formed by simply swinging the left side of Figure 2 up to form a

vertical axis. This two-dimensional conception remains relatively simple,

but yields a more systematic categorization of dominance groupings according

to absolute as well as relative proficiency. Thus, each dominance category

can be broken into subgroups (e.g., Al, A2, A3). By plotting the dominance

scores of a sizeable sample of students, dominance clusters will appear

which can then be instructed according to the goal of the program.

Pupils in group B3, for example, might receive content instruction 50

percent in each language in a "true" bilingual program, which aims at full-

bilingualism for al,l participants. Pupils in group C3 in the same pro-

gram might initially receive instruction 35% in Spanish and 659. in English

on their way to sharing the 50-50 Spanish-English class. However, in a

"transitional" bilingual program, the pupils in B3 and C3 (and C2) might

be placed together in "regular" monolingual-English classes. The more

critical decision would pertain to groups Al, B1, and Cl. Whether they

should initially be instructed in an intensive English, intensive Spanish

or 50-50 program would depend upon the goals of the program (viz., irre-

dentism, maintenance, assimilation) as well as its scope and length.

It would appear clear with respect to group B1, and probable with res-

pect to groups Al and C1 that reading should be postponed until the coil-

pletion of an intensive readiness program emphasizing Spanish or English.
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Simultaneous reading instruction in Spanish and English would appear to be

damaging for group Bl but possible for group B3. Further illustration of

the applications of this method of a mining and depicting language dom-

inance can be readily seen by plotting the parallel testing scores of the

five pupils listed in Example II (see Figure 4).

In conclusion, the use of parallel tests of aural ability in .wo languages

appears feasible as a means of determining dominance in the establishment of

a bilingual education program. Further, the use of a two-dimensional graph

consisting of the proficiency levels within each language appears fruitful

as a means of depicting such dominance scores in the initial placement of

pupils into instructional groupings. However, the complexity of human be -

havior across a dual language matrix as well as the limitations of brief

group testing preclude anything more than a tentative judgment with respect

to any pupil's language dominance, which should be verified by subsequent

diagnostic testing and prescriptive teaching. Given the restricted resources

of the typical educational setting, the circumspect use of such a method

offers a simple and systematic starting point for pupil placement and pro-

grammatic progress.



z

13.

EN6

Figure 4: Illustration of Results of First7prade
Sample on Parallel Oral Vocabular*
Subtest II)



14

FOOTNOTES

1. Leonard Olguin, "Solutions in Communications: Language Blocks
that Exist Between Spanish and English," Elementary English, 48
(1971), 352.

2. A. Bruce Gaarder, "Teaching the Bilingual Child: Research, Deve-
lopment, and Policy," Modern Language Journai. 49 (1965), 173.

3. Richard J. Cornejo, "Bilingualism: Study of the Lexicon of The
Five-Year-Old Spanish-Speaking Children of Texas," Dissertation
Abstracts International, 30 (1969), 1544A (University of Texas
at Austin).

4. John MacNamara, "Bilingualism in the Modern World," Journal of
Social Issues, 23 (1967), 5.

5. John G. Bordie, "Language Tests and Linguistically Different
Learners: The Sad State of the Art," Elementary English, 47 (1970),
817.

6. John MacNamara, "The Bilingual's Linguistic Performance: A Psy-
chological Overview," Journal of Social Issues 23 (1967), 59;
Jean-Guy Savard, "A Proposed System for Classifying Language Tests,"
Language Learning, Special Issue No. 3 (1968)pp. 174.

7. Joshua A. Fishman, Bilingualism and the Barrio (Bloomington, Ind.:
University of Indiana Press, 1971).

8e William F. Mackey, "The Description of Bilingualism," Caradian
Journal of Linguistics, 7(1961), 51-85; William F. Mackey, "A
Typology of Bilingual Education, " Foreign Language Annals, (May 1970),
pp. 596-608.

9. James P. Sofietti "Bilingualism and Biculturalism," Journal of
Educational_Pawhology, 46 (1965), 222 - 227.

10. Nelson Brooks, "The Meaning of Bilingualism Today," Foreign Lang-
uage Annals, 2 (1967), 304; Henry Singer, "Bilingualism and Ele-
mentary Education," Modern Language Journal, 40 (1956), 445.

11. John MacNamara, "The Bilingual's Linguistic Performance," Journal
of Social Issues, 23 (1967), 59.

12. Leon Jakobovits,"Dimensionality of Compound Coordinate Bilingualism,"
Language Learning, 18 (1968), 41-47.

13. Susan Ervin-Tripp , "An Issei Learns English, " ,Journal of Social
Issues, 22 (1967), 78-90; Susan Ervin- Tripp, Semantic Shift in



15

Bilingualism," Journal of Psychology, 74 (1961), 233-241; Granville
B. Johnson, "Bilingualism as Measured by a Reaction-Time Technique
and the Relationship Between a Language and Non-Language Intelligence
Quotient," Journal of Genetic Psychology, 32 (1953), 3-9; Wallace
E. Lambert, "The Measurement of the Linguistic Dominance of Bilinguals,"
Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology, 50 (1955), 197 -200;
Wallace E. Lambert et al., "Linguistic Manifestations of Bilingualism,"
American Journal of Psychology, 72 (1959), 77-82; John MacNamara
"The Linguistic Independence of Bilingucls," Journal of Verbal Learn-
ing and Verbal Behavior 6 (1967), 729-736.

14. Robert L. Cooper, "Two Contextualized Measures of Degree of
Bilingualism," Modern Language Journal, 53 (1969), 172-178; Susan
Ervin, "The Verbal Behavior of Bilinguals: The Effects of Language
of Response Upon the T.A.T.," American Psychologist, 10 (1955), 391;
Paul A. Kolers, " Bilingualism and Information Processing," Scienti-
fic American, 218 (1968), 78-84.

15. John MacNamara, "The Bilingual's Linguistic Performance: A Psycholog-
ical Overview," Journal of Social Issues, 23 (1967), 63.

16. Moses N.H. Hoffman, The Measurement of Bilingual Background (New
York: Teacher's College, Columbia University, 1934).

17. Granville B. Johnson, "The Relationship Between Bilingualism and
Racial Attitude," Journal of Educational Psychology, 42 (1951),
357-365; Maurice Kaufman, "Will Instruction in Reading Spanish
Affect Ability in Reading English?" Journal of, Reading, 11 (1968),
521-527; Hilda P. Lewis and Edward R. Lewis, "Written Language
Performance of Sixth-Grade Children of Low Socioeconomic Status
from Bilingual and Monolingual Backgrounds," Journal of Experimen-
tal Education, 33 (1965), 237242.

18. Fernando Canedo, David Gustafson, and Americo Lopez-Rodriguez,
"Language Dominance Criteria(second revision)," Mimeographed test
materials, Whittier College, Whittier, Callifornia; Bernard Spoisky
et al., "Three Directional Tests of Oral Proficiency," TESOL
Quartly, 6 (1972), 221-235; Perry A. Zirkel, A Sociolinguistic
Survey of Puerto Rican Families in Connecticut, Paper presented at
the Annual Meeting of the American Orthopsychiatric Association,
New York, May 1973.

19. Marina K. Best, Demonstration of the Bilingual Syntax Measure, Paper
at the Invitational Conference on Student Assessment in Bilingual
Education sponsored by the Puerto Rican Educators Association and
Harcourt, Brace and Jovanovich, New York City, March 1973.

20. Reyes Mazon, Diana Natalicio and Fredrick Williams, Repetition as
an Oral Language Assessment Technique (Austin: University of
Texas, Center for Communications Research, 1971).



16

21.' Ralph D. Norman and Donald F. Mead, "Spanish-American Bilingualism
and the Ammons Full-Range Picture-Vocabulary Test," Journal of
Psychology, 51(1960), 319-330.

22. Manuel Andrade et al., "Measurement of Listening Comprehension in
Elementary-School Spanish Instruction," Elementary School Journal,
64 (1963), 84-93.

23. Keriel P. Saville and Rudolphe C. Troike, A Handbook for Bilingual
Asbastim (Washington, D.C.: Teachers of English to Speakers of
Other Languages, 1970), p.45.

24. Herschel T. Manuel, Technical Report: Tests of General Ability and
Inter-American Series; Forms CE, DE, CES, DES. (Austin, Texas: Gui-
dance Testing Associates, 1967; pp. 1-2.

25. Perry A. Zirkel and John F. Greene, "The Use and Validation of Par-
allel Testing of Aural Ability as a Measure of Bilingual Dominance,"
Paper Presented at the Annual Convention of the Northeastern Edu-
cational Research Organization, West Hartford, Conn., May 1972.


